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“More tick-the-box”: the challenge of promoting interdisciplinary learning 
in the middle years through the Australian history curriculum 
 
Mallihai Tambyah 
 
Introduction 
 
The Australian Curriculum marks national reforms in social science education, first with the 
return to the disciplines of history and geography and second, through a new approach to 
interdisciplinary learning. This paper raises the question of whether the promise of interdisciplinary 
learning can be realised in the middle years of schooling if teachers have to teach history as a 
discipline rather than within an over-arching integrated curriculum framework. The paper explores the 
national blueprints and considers the national history curriculum in light of theories of teachers’ 
knowledge and middle school education. Evidence from teacher interviews indicates that historical 
understanding can be achieved through integrated frameworks to meet the goals of middle schooling.  
National blueprints  
 
The framework for the first phase of the national curriculum in English, mathematics, science 
and history from Kindergarten to Year 12 presented in The Shape of the Australian Curriculum (NCB, 
2009a) draws extensively on the intent of the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young 
Australians (MCEETYA, 2008). A subsequent version titled The Shape of the Australian Curriculum 
v2.0 (ACARA, 2010a) will guide the curriculum development in geography, languages and the Arts in 
the second phase of the national curriculum. Discipline-based study in history will replace SOSE from 
2012 onwards. As teachers who currently teach integrated SOSE will, to a great extent, be teachers of 
the new Australian Curriculum in history (phase one) and geography (phase two), it is appropriate to 
first examine the approach to interdisciplinary knowledge in the national blueprints. In the following 
discussion for ease of reference The Shape of the Australian Curriculum (NCB, 2009) will be referred 
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to as the Shape Paper and The Shape of the Australian Curriculum v2.0 (ACARA, 2010a) as Shape 
Paper v2.0.  
Interdisciplinary learning in the Australian Curriculum 
In accordance with the Melbourne Declaration (MCEETYA, 2008), Shape Paper v2.0 asserts 
that the national curriculum is developed on the broad premise that, “The disciplines provide the 
foundation of learning in schools because they reflect the way in which knowledge has, and will 
continue to be, developed and codified” (ACARA, 2010a, p.18). However, the benefits of 
interdisciplinary learning are also a significant consideration. In relation to what is termed “inter-
disciplinary approaches” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 13) and “cross-disciplinary learning” (NCB, 2009, p. 
11), the original Shape Paper states that students are entitled to a curriculum focussed on deep 
knowledge and skills as the foundation for adult life and further learning. As such, the Shape Paper 
promises a national curriculum that favours in-depth study over breadth, based on knowledge and 
understanding of the disciplines, and “a balance of knowledge and process” (NCB, 2009, p. 11). In 
defending the value of teaching the disciplines, the Shape Paper holds that the disciplines are 
interconnected and that a curriculum based on the disciplines will facilitate cross-disciplinary learning. 
However, Reid (2009) points out that no rationale for cross-disciplinary learning as opposed to 
integrated learning is provided. Both the Melbourne Declaration and the Shape Paper assert the 
importance of learning across the disciplines but clearly, discipline-based learning takes precedence, 
raising real questions about the scope and scale of interdisciplinary learning in early work on the 
national curriculum.  
Like its forerunner, Shape Paper v2.0 reflects the primacy of the disciplines. However, a 
softening of the stand on how to teach the disciplines is revealed in the statement that schools may 
draw on “integrated approaches where appropriate and using pedagogical approaches that account for 
students’ needs, interests and school and community context” (ACARA, 2010a, p. 11). This is a 
significant concession to the reality of delivering the curriculum. The “general capabilities that apply 
across subject-based content” of literacy, numeracy, ICT competence, critical and creative thinking, 
ethical behaviour, personal and social competence and intercultural understanding are proposed in 
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Shape Paper v2.0 to promote lifelong learning in an information-rich, globalised world (ACARA, 
2010a, p. 18). These capabilities are considered essential skills “to enhance the learning area content 
sequences” to be developed at particular points in schooling (ACARA, 2010a, p. 20). Further, 
acknowledging that “The Australian Curriculum must be both relevant to the lives of students and 
address the contemporary issues they face” (ACARA, 2010a, p. 20), the cross-curriculum priorities of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures, Asia and Australia’s engagement with 
Asia and sustainability are included across the national curricula. The capabilities and priorities are 
intended to perform an integrative function to link content to skills (general capabilities) and issues 
(cross-curriculum priorities).  
National blueprints and teachers’ knowledge 
While the curriculum content is prescribed and explicit, the implementation of the Australian 
Curriculum: History is left to teachers. It is a view of curriculum implementation that argues that 
teachers are both well informed about the content and well experienced in terms of pedagogy, 
acknowledging teachers’ “specialised professional knowledge” of their students’ needs (NCB, 2009, p. 
11). There is some risk that a teacher-centred approach may be adopted for teaching history, a highly 
sequential subject compared to more progressive teaching approaches permitted in more dynamic 
subjects such as social studies that have broad curricular scope (Stodolsky & Grossman, 1995; 
Stodolsky, 1988). The theory that underpins the knowledge base for teaching can assist when 
considering teachers’ knowledge for teaching history. Shulman’s theory of teachers’ knowledge as 
content knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge and curricular knowledge incorporates both 
disciplinary and integrated ‘ways of knowing’, embracing a broad conceptualisation of teachers’ 
knowledge (Shulman, 1986, 1987; Wilson, Shulman & Richert, 1987). In light of the assumptions 
about teachers’ professional knowledge in the national curriculum, will teachers be able to meet the 
disciplinary and interdisciplinary demands of the national history curriculum? 
A foundation in the disciplines is perceived to prepare students to work effectively across 
discipline boundaries but the blueprints provide no advice for teachers on how to achieve this. The 
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curriculum documents do not discuss the pedagogy of teaching history or, for that matter, tools for 
interdisciplinary understanding to achieve general capabilities such as intercultural understanding or 
personal and social competence. Moreover, will history taught as a discipline meet the broader 
educational needs of early adolescents in the middle years of schooling?  Will there be room to 
address contemporary issues and make learning relevant to middle schoolers in the face of a 
prescriptive, content-heavy history curriculum? 
AC-History in the middle school  
The writing of the national history curriculum was guided by the Shape of the Australian 
Curriculum: History (NCB, 2009b, p. 4) which clearly asserted that history was “a discipline with its 
own methods and procedures”. Accordingly, The Australian Curriculum: History v1.0 (ACARA, 
2010b) is explicit in terms of content and historical skills. It aims to engender enthusiasm for history 
by stimulating “students’ curiosity and imagination”, emphasising content, chronology, narrative, use 
of sources and the disciplinary processes of history to prepare students to be global citizens in the 
complex world of the future (ACARA, 2010b, p.1). As such, the general capabilities and cross-
curriculum priorities are the glue linking the content to the wider education of students. The use of 
digital media through symbols attached to particular electives alerts teachers to opportunities to 
develop the skills and knowledge of issues. For example, in the Year 9 history depth study Australia 
and Asia, the elective “Making a nation” lists the capabilities of critical and creative thinking, ethical 
behaviour, personal and social competence, intercultural understanding and the cross-curriculum 
priority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures. In addition to the content 
description and elaboration, this is a formidable list of things that could be taught as part of the 
elective. However, in the absence of a clearly articulated integrative framework or guidance on how 
they could be taught, there is the likelihood that teachers may nod briefly to these elements but decline 
to teach them in detail.  
5 
 
There are two challenges to consider here: first, how to make integration explicit in a content–
based, prescriptive curriculum and second, how to contextualise and teach discipline-based history in a 
middle school philosophy of education.  
The middle years of schooling are widely acknowledged in education policy and the research 
literature as a period of transition and disengagement in schooling (Carrington, 2006; MCEETYA, 
2008; Pendergast & Bahr, 2010). The Melbourne Declaration acknowledged that “Effective 
transitions between primary and secondary schools [in the middle years] are an important aspect of 
ensuring student engagement” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 12). As such, the role of social education 
teachers as professionals who use the curriculum to help students make sense of the world around 
them is significant (Gilbert, 2004). Indeed, it seems good history teachers need to draw from a wide 
knowledge base in addition to history (Wineburg & Wilson, 1991). Moreover, in relation to education 
in the middle years, it is argued that the curriculum should be based on deep understanding of “the 
most important principles and concepts within each subject” (Carnegie Council on Adolescent 
Development, 1989, p. 43). Integrated, negotiated curriculum is considered the foundation of middle 
school practice (Barratt, 1988; Carrington, 2006; Jackson & Davis, 2000). Further, a developmental 
approach to middle schooling argues that curriculum should focus on the identified needs of students 
and link to the “world outside the classroom” through student-centred learning (Pendergast, 2005, p. 
5).  
While the general capabilities and cross-curriculum priorities are attempts to link the national 
history curriculum to the real world of students, the question is whether a prescriptive history 
curriculum will have the flexibility to meet students’ needs. The ‘what’ of schooling and how it is 
taught is critical to student engagement in the middle school. Is it possible to teach history within a 
broader integrated framework, which, it could be argued, is better suited to middle school, and also 
retain the emphasis on deep learning and historical skills required under the national curriculum?  Data 
from middle school teachers teaching history within the over-arching integrated framework of SOSE 
suggests that such an approach delivers worthwhile results, going some way towards interdisciplinary 
learning promoted by the national blueprints.  
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Data 
This paper will draw on interviews with seven middle school teachers teaching SOSE/history 
within the framework of the Studies of Society and Environment (SOSE) (QSCC, 2000; QSA, 2007) 
in a range of Queensland schools. The data was gathered in late 2008 as part of a larger qualitative 
study of middle school teachers’ conceptions of knowledge for SOSE conducted through Queensland 
University of Technology. The teachers selected for this paper were drawn from six independent and 
Catholic schools in the Brisbane/Gold Coast area. As all these teachers had expertise in history and 
experience of teaching history as part of the middle school SOSE curriculum, they are described as 
SOSE/history teachers in this paper. Anonymity is preserved in the text by identifying the participants 
with letters, for example, K.M., C.T., J.E., S.L., M.C., K.R. and I.N. The teachers volunteered to take 
part in an hour-long, semi-structured interview. While the aim of the interview was to find out about 
their knowledge base for SOSE in the middle school, the interviews also showed how they approached 
the teaching of history within the framework of an integrated middle school program. (At the time of 
interview the national history curriculum was much anticipated but had not yet been developed.)  
Interviews were audio-recorded, later transcribed and subjected to thematic analysis framed by 
Shulman’s theorisation of the knowledge base of teaching (1986, 1987). Accordingly, the interview 
transcripts were analysed for evidence of history content knowledge and pedagogical content 
knowledge in history within an integrated curricular framework.  
Curriculum change and a national curriculum  
Teachers noted that the SOSE curriculum had been in flux for some time and that curriculum 
changes were impacting on teachers’ curriculum knowledge: “You just don’t really know where it’s 
going, and I think that’s why there’s been this hotchpotch. There’s not been clear direction on where 
we’re going….” (K.M. November, 2008, p.1). There was a perception that curriculum change was 
constant. Teachers anticipated that the national curriculum would be “knowledge-driven” (C.T. 
November, 2008, p. 2-3) and focus on content rather than skills:  
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So I can see that we’ll be forced back into more tick-the-box: I’ve taught this, and I’ve taught this, 
and I’ve taught this, and I’ve taught that, which will be more challenging to bring out the skills, I 
think. Because they’re really looking for a core knowledge base, that our kids have a core 
knowledge of Australian history, they have a core knowledge of whatever it happens to be. (C.T. 
November, 2008, p. 3)  
The perception was that a knowledge-driven curriculum was content based. For this teacher, inquiry 
skills was the way to access depth, however it was anticipated that a national curriculum preoccupied 
with content would favour direct instruction rather than inquiry-based pedagogy.  
Central to this understanding of the importance of skills was the value that teachers placed on 
integrating diverse topics as a way of developing deep understanding of issues and situations that did 
not readily fall into discipline-based categories. For example, in a unit on local government, a school 
excursion promoted new intercultural understanding. Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in a 
rural area visited the council chambers of an Indigenous community and a nearby country town to 
compare and contrast the different approaches to local government. The teacher attributed the success 
of the unit to its transdisciplinary approach: “I’m not sure it would fit under any of the disciplines 
perfectly. It wasn’t really just history, even though we had a historical component. Certainly [it] 
wasn’t just geography. And it wasn’t even just civics. It was probably a combination of those things” 
(J.E. November, 2008, p. 13). The teacher was aware that the unit furthered personal development and, 
indeed, went some way to transforming attitudes to cultural difference: “I don’t think it was a 
gignormous step in race relations, but I was definitely confident those kids walked away knowing a 
little bit more about …[town] and Aboriginal culture than they otherwise would have” (J.E. 
November, 2008, p. 12).  
Commenting on the push for discipline-based teaching, the teacher acknowledged, “And I 
guess that’s my worry, if we were to drift down a path of just disciplines. Those little things that don’t 
neatly fit under the disciplines would be lost from the curriculum. And maybe an experience like that 
might not otherwise happen” (J.E. November, 2008, p. 13). As the unit was being taught in middle 
school within the SOSE framework, this teacher had the opportunity to develop a unit that drew from a 
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range of disciplines. A transdisciplinary, integrated approach facilitated deeper intercultural 
understanding which may not otherwise have been possible. From a curriculum perspective, while the 
historical content that underpinned the unit was clearly articulated, the interdisciplinary understanding 
that emerged from the unit was more significant.  
Significance of history content in middle school  
In the context of middle years education, teachers did not accord huge importance to having a 
“massive range of content” (S.L. November, 2008, p. 5). For example, one teacher admitted that with 
year 8 students “…you don’t actually have to know much knowledge to be knowledgeable” (M.C. 
November, 2008, p. 5) and another stated:  
In the middle school I think you can still be a good SOSE teacher without a huge amount of background 
knowledge of history or geography as long as you’re willing to track down that knowledge for those 
subjects and make sure you understand the basics. I think it’s really more about the way in which you 
teach the students and how you convey the knowledge; that you do it in a variety of ways and you do it  
in interactive ways … you do it in ways that the girls see as being purposeful. (K.R. December, 2008, 
pp. 19-20) 
In addition to basic subject knowledge, the pedagogical content knowledge exemplified by 
“interactive” teaching through student-centred learning activities would engage the students and 
generalise the skills learned across other areas. As a history subject specialist, this teacher supported 
this approach to teaching middle school history within an integrated framework:  
Being a history teacher I love it when we do some solid history and some really good history 
skills, when we talk about sources and analysing them. But, the way that you do it tends to be 
something that relates to all their subjects rather than specific to history. (K.R. December, 
2008, p. 9) 
Moreover, middle school SOSE/history contributed to holistic education rather than discipline-
specialisation: “…there’s a lot with it being more holistic and more about the development of the 
person and less about the development of the mathematician or a historian etc” (K.R. December, 2008, 
p. 8). Middle school teachers were well aware of the significance of disciplinary knowledge but this 
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perception was tempered by the need to address the educational needs of middle schoolers. The 
emphasis on content for holistic knowledge is quite different from conceptions of discipline-based 
knowledge. Clearly, teaching discipline-based history within an over-arching integrated curriculum 
framework was perceived to support the aims of middle schooling (Pendergast, 2005).  
Significance of history skills in middle school  
If middle school teachers focused on historical understanding rather than the facts of history, it 
was through the teaching of history skills. Teaching the processes of history included activities using 
primary sources, classifying evidence, using and interpreting different types of evidence, historical 
analysis and drawing conclusions. Through attention to skills SOSE/history teachers facilitated inquiry 
learning and laid the foundation of skills in history in the middle years:  
We do a unit on Australian history where we look at a lot of sources. We look at a lot of political 
cartoons and I suppose it’s very gratifying when they start to look at those pictures in a critical way, that 
they start to realise that there’s a whole amount of information that’s behind the obvious interpretations. 
… it’s nice to see them start to take that step to, I suppose, they’re essentially history skills … aren’t 
they?  The skill of inquiry and critical analysis. (K.R. December, 2008, p. 10) 
Further, SOSE/history teachers explicitly taught history skills to investigate a historical research 
question by interpreting different types of evidence, developing complex reasoning and reaching 
plausible conclusions. For example, this is the way one teacher explained his focus on history skills:  
I think both were quality units but perhaps the medieval London compared to the Pompeii unit was even 
better, because I was very clear about the skills that I wanted to see the students evidence at the end. 
They were going to create a corroborated essay written under test conditions based on some evidence 
provided. Here is a double sided A 3 page full of primary sources. Let’s interpret them together as a 
class and in groups. Having done that, let’s extract the evidence and apply it to the question which is…: 
“Which city was more liveable, Pompeii or London?” (I.N. November, 2008, p. 8) 
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The focus on the disciplinary skills of history taught ways to understand and interpret history rather 
than just knowing facts. At the same time, students were learning significant historical content and 
developing higher order skills of critical thinking. 
So, how important are the skills compared to content in middle school SOSE/history? In this 
snapshot of middle school history education, there was evidence that teachers tended to privilege 
process over facts, even while students learned about the distinctive features of the discipline, such as 
historical narrative and chronology, significant events, periods and people:  
We’re trying to get the girls in Grade 8 to kind of start using primary sources. … if you’re just telling a 
story about the past, a good story has evidence. It’s about using the evidence. Your story should reflect 
the evidence. So it’s very much evidence- based type of approach. We’re not really interested in 
teaching a lot of content to them at that age. Really you can go onto the internet and they can find out 
whatever they want to know about Ancient Egypt really quickly. (M.C. November, 2008, p. 3) 
While teachers valued historical context, such examples show a lack of regard for the ‘what’ of history 
that the national curriculum hopes to remedy. Perceiving history to be a dynamic subject, these 
teachers wanted middle schoolers to develop their own “take” on history and form their own picture of 
the event, the person or the period through their work on the skills. 
Analysis 
 The teachers selected for this study revealed a professional background in history education in 
their interviews. This knowledge base may account for their approach to history which reveals a 
commitment to core knowledge and history skills within the framework of integrated social education. 
Their experience of working in the middle school gave them a high appreciation of the importance of 
holistic education as a key feature of middle schooling. Their use of inquiry-based pedagogy shows 
they had the pedagogical content knowledge for transformation of subject-matter knowledge for 
teaching (Wilson, Shulman & Richert, 1987). Quite simply, they taught history in a way that 
addressed the broader goals of middle schooling.  
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 The data indicates that being “forced back into more tick-the-box” (C.T. November, 2008, p. 
3) with the return to discipline-based history in The Australian Curriculum may undermine the gains 
in interdisciplinary learning in social education. Although the national curriculum is centred on the 
disciplines rather than integration, there is a case for harnessing integrated learning frameworks to the 
study of the disciplines to achieve meaningful interdisciplinary learning, particularly in the middle 
school. At the very least, such guidance should be made available to teachers in the curriculum 
materials. 
Conclusion 
This paper questions whether teaching the Australian history curriculum within the prescribed 
discipline-based framework is best suited to middle years students. While discipline-based study is 
relevant to the senior years, the early imposition of discipline-based teaching in the middle years may 
jeopardise interdisciplinary understanding gained through integrated approaches to learning. 
Considering that the national curriculum blueprints support interdisciplinary learning, there is a clear 
case for advocating an overarching, interdisciplinary curriculum framework for middle school to 
deliver the promise of the national curriculum.   
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